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Abstract 

The play Sizwe Bansi is Dead brings forth into light the clash between human 
intervention and effect of racism in apartheid bound South African society. The play Sizwe 
Bansi is Dead vehemently shows that how the whites restrict the basic and deep-seated 
human rights of the non white population of South Africa i.e. the right to work and move 
wherever they want in order to get the basic requirements to live a happy and prosperous life 
in an apartheid bound South Africa. The legalized and institutionalized racism that dominated 
African society forced every non-white to hold passbook which is the basis for this question 
of identity. The passbook obtrudes restrictions not only on their employment and movement 
of all black citizens but it also captures their freedom and sovereignty, making them pagan, 
primitive and uncivilized. All the characters introduced by playwright in this play struggle to 
uphold their identity and a self - respect or sense of themselves as human beings in order to 
live a happy and a prosperous life in an apartheid regime. That’s why Styles, Sizwe, and 
Buntu within this state of affairs, though, realize that the only legacy they have to leave 
behind is the reminiscence of their lives, so they make every effort to be the best men they 
can be and live the best lives they can. They wanted to demonstrate themselves to be far 
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better men than their white “Baases” because they comprehend the inviolability of identity 
and significance of human life. The present research paper explores various themes like 
search for identity, self-respect and self worth, racism, oppression and suppression of blacks 
in South Africa by applying Louis Althusser’s two concepts Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses and Repressive State Apparatuses. 

Keywords: Rigors, Apartheid, identity, RSA, ISA, racism, repression, freedom, etc. 

“No one is born hating another person because of the color of his skin, or his 
background or his religion. People learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be 
taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite”- Nelson 
Mandela (Ervin Williams, 101). Racial subjugation is a worst form of oppression that 
humanity has ever seen. C. McIntosh in Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines 
“Racial discrimination is treating a person or particular group of people differently, especially 
in a worse way from the way in which you treat other people, because of their skin color.” 
One must not forget that with the implementation of apartheid policy in 1948 in South Africa, 
the blacks and coloreds were not only discriminated against their land rights, political 
freedom, labor inequality and educational rights but racial laws also prohibited interracial 
marriages between blacks and whites. The main motive behind the enactment of apartheid 
policy in 1948 was to segregate the blacks and white races. During Apartheid era, racial 
discrimination leads to anger, anxiety and frustration among non-white population which 
according to I. Fisher “ultimately destroys the self-respect and self-worth” of an individual. 

According to Louis Althusser, Ideology is “a representation of the imaginary 
relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence” (qtd. in Lenin 109). He argues 
that these apparatuses include Repressive State Apparatus and Ideological State Apparatus. 
The oppressive forces use these apparatuses very strategically to keep the marginalised and 
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the oppressed in the margins and the periphery only so that the powerful remains in the power 
centre only. He described in his book A Critical and Cultural Theory that Repressive State 
Apparatus like the law, the police, the court etc. are used first as a coercive means initially, 
and when these start to lose their ground and grip on the lives of the oppressed and the 
victims start raising their voice against it, Ideological State Apparatus is used as a more 
effective weapon. Althusser discusses that ISAs is more dangerous because it operates 
through consent of the victims and they do never rise and unite against this form of state 
apparatuses. Rather than using force or violence, ISA uses other means to achieve the social, 
political and economic dominance on the blacks. The ideological state apparatuses gradually 
condition the colonized to submit to the colonizer’s ideology without his being aware of it. 
Ideology is disseminated via various apparatuses like schools, church, media, literature, 
sports, family, etc. The whites present their culture, values, beliefs and religion as superior 
and civilized and the blacks’ culture and beliefs are named as inferior and uncivilized. 
Consequently, the blacks start mimicking and aping the whites in order to become civilized. 
Moreover, the blacks also start yearning for their inclusion in the white man's society from 
the fear of being labeled as uncivilized. 

Athol Fugard’s plays amply witness the operation of these apparatuses in the 
society of South Africa. By observing and chronicling the devastating effects of these 
apparatuses on the lives of ordinary people, he created a moving testimony to human 
endurance. His works bear testimony to the suffering and aspirations of common people. He 
has given names to the nameless and life to those who would otherwise have been passing 
ephemeral shadows. The sounds, shapes and smells of these harsh terrain or apparatuses are 
accurately reflected in his works. It is the territory of the South African heart and mind, as 
well as the landscape of people’s psyche that he has charted so well. In his creative life, he 
has explored the country’s soul, its schism, its facts and fantasies in a succession of plays that 
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mirrored the apartheid-bound South African Society. When Fugard worked as a clerk in the 
Native Commissioner’s Court in Fordsburg in 1958, the - pass law court (a court where black 
Africans were taken when they were in violation of the pass laws which regulated their 
movement in urban areas), where he learned of the injustices of apartheid: 

During my six months in that Court Room, I saw more suffering than I could 
cope with. I knew that society was evil before I had that 
experience, but seeing the machinery in operation taught me how it 
works and in fact what it does to people. I think my basic pessimism 
was born there, watching that procession and being unable to relate to 
them. ( Notebooks 7) 

In play Sizwe Bansi is Dead, we find multiple traces of Repressive State Apparatuses 
and Ideological State Apparatuses. Fugard addressed the issues that threatened to engulf 
South Africa, focusing on the victims of society, and the many guises of prejudice, 
resentment, abhorrence, fear, deprivation and suffering. Fugard has also raised some relevant 
questions on how the blacks counter to the repressive approach of apartheid government. The 
questions that he raises are how common people i.e. Blacks and Colored’s guarantee their 
endurance in hegemonic structures or apartheid bound South Africa. Can a prosperous and 
decent life be possible in such a milieu where nonwhite’s self-worth, smugness and self- 
respect are denied? 

The play begins at “ Styles Photographic Studio in the African ownership of New 
Brighton, Port Elizabeth”, where Styles is seemed busy in reading an article in newspaper 
that has political implications filled with racial discrimination. Since the newspaper not only 
contains interpretation on contemporary events, but through his reading Styles also 
highlighted hypocrisies and oppression of non- white population by whites in racist society 
of apartheid bound South Africa. The play’s commencement in the ‘here and now” of Style’s 
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studio is to highlights the adversity that he faces in Ford Factory in Port Elizabeth. Moreover, 
it encapsulates sufferings of his life along with the state of affairs that forces him to run his 
own photography studio. Lewis Nkosi in his book Home and Exile and Odier Selections 
appropriately illustrates the obnoxious effect of apartheid regime on the blacks and colored’s 
of South Africa during the apartheid era when the play was written thus: 

The total effect of the apartheid laws in South Africa is to make it 
almost illegal to live. Before you are through reading about what the 
black is not allowed to do, you begin to wonder if there is anything he 
is permitted to do. (25) 

According to Althusser, the State Apparatuses have a kind of concealed plan, with 
that the non-ruling class or Blacks are “conditioned” to live in a society, and are 
forced to adopt its given ideologies. It doesn’t mean that the colonizer’s main objective to 
make individuals thrive as self-governing subjects, but in its place it aims to 
have its system prosper, the system that has been imposed upon blacks as within the 
notion of interpellation. In the play, when Style share his experiences and observations about 
how blacks and colored’s at Ford motor factory working a whole day has been subjugated on 
the basis of race by colonized, a place he himself has been employed. Mr. Henry Ford 
Number Two, a global entrepreneur working with apartheid regime to exploit blacks, has 
recently come in South Africa. When Styles shares his experience at Ford Factory, he 
exposes the hypocrisy of apartheid policy. Mr. Bradley is the negotiator of the exploitation of 
the workers. He makes the impact that the working conditions at Ford Factory are good- for 
example he purchases safety cloths, places safety signs, and makes the floor neat and clean as 
Styles explains: 

I’m telling you we cleaned that place- spot checked after fifteen 
minutes!...like you would have thought it had just been built. 
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When we finished washing they gave us towels... {laughs). 
Three hundred of us, man! We were so clean we felt shy! 
Standing there like little ladies in front of the mirror. 

New overall comes, wrapped in plastic. Brand new, man!... 
Then next door to the tool room ...brand new tool bag, set of spanners, 
shifting spanner, torque wrench- all of them brand new- and because I worked 
in the dangerous hot test section I was also given a new asbestos apron and 
fire-proof gloves to replace the ones I had lost about a year ago. (151-153) 

It is important to note and observe that the blacks have been working without caring 
to their lives and without the realization about “Safety- precautions after six years” 
(151) is felt. The apartheid bound South African government uses the media to leave a long- 
lasting impression on the minds of the non- white population that the coming of Henry Ford 
Number Two will incontestably improve the lot of blacks and colored’s in South Africa. He 
is “....going to see to it that the conditions of their non-white workers in Southern Africa 
were 

substantially improved...” (150) shows the working of Repressive State Apparatuses and 
Ideological State apparatuses in the form of Apartheid regime. 

Althusser believes that Repressive State Apparatuses gives the subjects a 
space to unite themselves and raise their voices through subversive strategies, but the 
oppressor uses another mere potent state apparatuses called Ideological State 
Apparatus. The Ideological State Apparatuses operates through a discourse on 
ideology where the family, the school, the religion etc. neutralize the process of 
subjugation to certain rules, thought processes and the way of life developed and 
sustained by the dominating classes to sustain their superior position in the society through 
the process of interpellation. In the play, When Styles plays the role of interpreter at Ford 
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Factory; he is commanded by Mr. Bradley, “to tell the boys that when Mr. Henry Ford comes 
into the plant, I want them to look happy. We will slow down the speed of the line so that 
they can sing and smile while they are working” (153) and not to demonstrate their true 
feelings and sentiments but to obscure them. Mr. Bradley wants the non-white population to 
exhibit their excitement in order to make an impact on Mr. Henry Ford. If they capable to do 
so, Mr. Henry would contemplate that they are “better than those monkeys in his own 
country, those niggers in Harlem who know nothing but strike, strike” (154) which shows the 
working of Ideological State Apparatuses because South African blacks are interpellated in 
such a manner that they begin to believe that they are better and more skillful monkeys than 
the American monkeys. In addition, when he comes in; they must remember that “we are 
South African Monkeys, not American monkeys. South African monkeys are much better 
trained ...” With it becomes obvious that their identity is created or constructed by the 
Whites in South Africa and the position of blacks in South Africa is no better than the 
“monkeys”. They look themselves through the eyes of Whites. This is the main reason that 
Styles does not adopt provoking contradict conversation when he and his other Blacks are 
addressed as “monkeys” The arrival of Mr. Ford along with his friends at the factory and 
their interaction or interface with the black workers is not free from racial discrimination and 
prejudice in an apartheid bound South Africa. 

Louis Althusser argues that RSA and ISAs serve the ultimate purpose, which 
is to reproduce the functions of a capitalist society and the ultimate condition of 
production is the reproduction of the conditions of production. Here, Althusser is referring 
specifically to the reproduction of labor power, claiming that the reproduction of labor power 
requires, “a reproduction of submission to the ruling ideology of the workers.” (89) In the 
play, Styles with his paper reading and photography profession not only bring forth into light 
the entrepreneur agenda of the apartheid bound South African government for the workers 
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but also highlighted the government’s core concern is in their labor power. The blacks in 
South Africa are oppressed and exploited in such a way that the more they work the more 
destitution they face. The blacks work arduously whole day and night not for the sake of their 
own benefits but for the wellbeing’s of their owners. They work just like donkeys but in spite 
of the hard work they do, their wages are fixed and they get very less amount as compared 
their work they do during whole day and night. Their acquiescing to accept low, fixed wage 
is necessitated out of need to survive. As a result they possess nothing but share ability to 
work: 

...We own nothing except ourselves. This world and its laws, allows 
us nothing, except ourselves. There is nothing we can leave behind 
when we die, except the memory of ourselves.... (163) 

The Repressive State Apparatuses in the form of apartheid was created in order to 
break and discourage optimism of all Blacks to live a happy and decent life, living under the 
white rule. In the play, Styles was also oppressed and repressed with listening to his comrade 
black workers addressed as “Boys” inferior human beings as compared to the Whites superior 
salutation “Bass” (150). In other instance, when Sizwe writes a letter to Nowetu in order to 
tell about the relentless oppressive conditions that he faced before he get hold of employment 
in Port Elizabeth: “Dear Nowetu ... Sizwe Bansi in a manner of speaking is dead!” (169) In 
it he also narrates to Nowetu that he was caught by a “headman” (170) in a foray which 
shows the working of Repressive State Apparatuses. 

The apartheid laws in the form of The Bantu Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination 
and Documents Act also kn own as “Influx Control” endorsed in 1953 has been used by the 
dramatist to highlight yet another apparatus to disseminate domination and hegemony on the 
blacks of South Africa. In the play, the impact of “pass law” is writ large on Sizwe, who 
abandons his own identity and take up the dead man’s identity to become Robert 
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Nwelinzima. Disparagement from the apartheid laws compels Sizwe to question: “Buntu does 
this book tell you I’m a man? ... You go to school, it goes with you ... go to the hospital to 
die, it lies there too!” (180) 

Without the permission from Whites, this act did not allow Black Africans to seek 
employment in White areas, to own land, to vote and this act also restricted their freedom to 
move wherever the Blacks want. C. McIntosh in Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
asserts, “Oppression is a situation in which people are governed in an unfair and cruel way 
and prevented from having opportunities and freedom.” In the play, Sizwe wants to reside in 
Port Elizabeth but he did not have the permission to stay at Port Elizabeth in an apartheid 
bound South Africa. At first, Sizwe finds it very intricate to answer to this name and later to 
remember the new number i.e. New Identification Number. He doesn’t have faith in shattered 
ethical values but under these circumstances he is compelled to lie. His own proportion 
oppresses him. Through his sufferings and dilemma it becomes obvious the working of the 
Repressive State Apparatuses in the form of apartheid laws on non-white population in South 
Africa. 

The RSAs and ISAs in the form of apartheid rule i.e. oppression and racial 
discrimination of non- white population of South Africa was meant to annihilate and exploit. 
Through this play, in crux, Fugard wants to highlight is that white authorities of the apartheid 
regime do not recognize the existence of non- white people of South Africa. The whites with 
the help of RSAs and ISAs as asserted by Louis Althusser create such an atmosphere that the 
blacks and colored’s are unable to find any alternative but to lose their singularity and takes 
white man’s identity. When the opportunity comes to Sizwe that he can work at Port 
Elizabeth and earn livelihood for his family by surrendering his identity, he is caught between 
bread and dignity. It is a biased and imbalanced contest for the Black South Africans. 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


590 


The play Sizwe Bansi is Dead by Athol Fugard clearly demonstrates the myriad 
dimensions of apartheid in South Africa. The most important theme that reverberates 
throughout this play is the impact of racism in the society and it’s repercussions on the 
consciousness of black and colored people. Althusser’s concept of Repressive State 
Apparatuses and Ideological State Apparatuses becomes very pivotal in comprehending the 
tactics concocted by the Whites to maintain its power structures in the society and the 
subordination of the black people. It does not merely give account of the adversities confronted 
by the black people but also makes conspicuous the deep rooted anxieties and apprehensions of 
the black people owing to their stereotyping by the whites and their incapability to resist their 
Colonial masters. The play Sizwe Bansi is Dead also manifests the tyranny of the capitalist and 
imperialist white in dominating not only the land of the Africans but also dispossessing them of 
their identity and dignity. The racism hence reinforces the image of rigor mortis which means a 
temporary muscular stiffness in the dead body. The society itself has been rendered dead owing 
to the rigors of racism. It manifests two perceptions; that of the whites and the blacks. The 
racist attitude which they propagate is stiff and stubborn that defies any change. It persists and 
grows harsher every day. The black wish it to be temporary rigor and look forward to the end 
of this darkness. In post- modem era, when society is supposed to be free from all kind of 
discrimination whether social, racial, caste, economical, political, sexual etc; Black people are 
still being targeted in different parts of the globe. They are not free from racial discrimination 
and oppression. Certain incidents such as Childish Gambino’s famous song This is America 
uses music and dance to expose society’s dark underbelly, addresses ongoing and deeply- 
ingrained issues surrounding race, Kenyan workers at the Chinese-built railway were being 
subjected to repeated incidents of racial discrimination and abuse by their Chinese supervisors 
etc. reminds us that ghost of the past is still here to haunts us for decade more. The Blacks are 
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not only being targeted, ill-treated, exploited, oppressed, or harassed but they still face the 
same resentment and discrimination from the various quarters of the society. 
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